Objective: To estimate the prevalence of young people's involvement in violence measured as participation in physical fights or being physically, sexually or emotionally abused. We also aimed to understand the role of social, demographic and other behavioural characteristics in violence. Methods: We evaluated 7511 adolescents (4243 girls and 3268 boys) aged 15 to 19 years old, enrolled in public schools. Information was obtained using an anonymous, self-administrated questionnaire. Results: The most frequently reported type of violence was emotional abuse (15.6%). Boys reported greater involvement in fights (3.6 vs. 13.6%, po0.001) and physical abuse (7.5 vs. 19.5%, po0.001). The prevalence of emotional abuse (16.2 vs. 14.8%, p ¼ 0.082) and sexual abuse (2.0 vs. 1.8%, p ¼ 0.435) was similar in girls and boys. After adjustment, increasing age decreased the odds of being involved in fights in both genders but increased the odds of emotional abuse. Living in a rented home was associated with physical abuse in girls (odds ratio [OR]: 1.4; 95% confidence interval [95%CI]: 1.0-1.9) and boys (OR: 1.6; 95%CI: 1.2-2.0). In girls the odds of being emotionally abused increased with greater parental education. Smoking and cannabis use were associated with all types of violence in both genders.
Introduction
According to the World Health Organization (WHO) it is estimated that, annually, more than one million individuals lose their life as consequence of violence, mostly related to accidents or suicide with more impact in young ages.
1 Adolescent's violent behaviour is considered a major worldwide public health problem, associated with serious physical and psychosocial consequences. [1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] However, there is still limited information on violence in adolescence, particularly about behaviours with less physical impact. Occasional fighting even with less physical consequences, could be a symptom of other kinds of violence, since it is a relatively common behaviour among youth that often are both perpetrators and/or victims of violence, 6, 7 showing a close link between forms of violence. Adolescents' victims of some kind of violence are more likely to promote violent acts than those who were not exposed to it [8] [9] [10] [11] and therefore this is a way of perpetuating the cycle of violence.
The health, namely violence and related behaviours, for a considerable number of countries. 12 In this study the prevalence of adolescents that reported involvement in fights vary, respectively in girls and boys, from 7.2 to 37.5% and 34.9 to 74.3% at 11 years of age and from 11.2 to 32.6% and 29.4 to 62.7% at 15. In Portugal, in 2005/ 2006, according to the same study at the age of 15 year-old, 7.2% of the boys and 1.4% of the girls had already been involved in fights three or more times in the 12 months before the evaluation. 13 These data showed that this is a common problem with great variability between countries.
Demographic, social and cultural characteristics have also shown association with violent behaviour.
14 However and despite of social, cultural and economic differences between countries, adolescents seem to behave similarly in their expression of violence, namely the relation with alcohol drinking, tobacco consumption and academic achievement. 15 Yet, the same diversity of factors related with violence and its different relevance in different populations can explain the differences found between countries.
Although there are some known factors associated with violence, most studies evaluate only acts of violence with serious consequences which is recognized as the tip of the iceberg and could not represent the real dimension of the problem. Thus, it is important to monitor not only severe situations but also those not usually reported in adolescents, in each specific context, in order to show a snapshot of the problem and to contribute to the development of effective preventive approaches.
We designed a national cross-sectional survey to estimate the prevalence of youth involvement in violence measured as participation in physical fights or being physically, sexually or emotionally abused. Also, we intended to understand the role of social, demographic and behavioural characteristics leading to violent acts, analysing the effect of parents' education, type of residence, attendance to religious' services and other behavioural characteristics on violence.
Methods

Participants and data collection
Eligible participants were all students aged 15 to 19 years old attending one selected public school representing each of the 18 country county capitals. Schools were randomly selected between all public schools in each county capital. All executive boards of the selected schools were contacted, the study was presented and each school decided about the participation. The selected schools of two counties refused permission to approach their students and were not replaced. Thus data were collected for the remaining 16 schools during the 2000 academic year.
Information was obtained using a self-administered structured and anonymous questionnaire, which comprised social and demographic characteristics, such as parents' education, attendance to religious service and school failure. As well as the information on violence, the questionnaire also included information on alcohol, tobacco and illicit drugs consumption. It was also asked if the participant was sexually active, meaning adolescents who had ever had sexual intercourse.
In each school the students answered the questionnaire in the classroom with the presence of the teacher or the study responsible.
Since it was an anonymous questionnaire no individual consent was obtained from the parents, the consent to participate was given by the parents' association represented in the school executive board. Adolescents were informed during the study presentation that it was a voluntary participation and that it was allowed for them to answer only parts of the questionnaire or to place the questionnaire in blank in the ballot box. When finished, the questionnaire without any identification was placed in a closed container present in the classroom. Students that were not present in the day when the evaluation was performed were not called to answer it on another day. All questionnaires were sent to the Department of Hygiene and Epidemiology of Porto Medical School to perform the data entry and analysis.
A total of 8,484 adolescents were addressed but 429 refused to participate and 123 gave inconsistent answers. From the 7,932 remaining students our final sample comprised 7,511 (95%) that provided information for the key questions (4,243 girls and 3,268 boys).
Data analysis
The main outcomes addressed in this study were defined according to the positive answers to the following four questions:
)Have you ever been involved in fights during the last month?*, and )Have you ever been victim of physical, sexual or emotional abuse?*. Adolescents' answers regarding the three types of abuse (physical, sexual and emotional) were given according to their self perception and no definition of these variables was provided.
For analysis it was considered only two categories for each behaviour: never frente a ever. Parents' education level was determined in years of school attendance of parents, for which prevailed the highest level.
Proportions were compared using the Chi-square test. The association between independent variables, physical fights and physical, sexual or emotional abuse was estimated by crude and adjusted odds ratio (OR) and 95% confidence interval (95%CI) using unconditional logistic regression, performed separately for each gender, adjusted for age, parents' education, type of residence, attendance to religious services, school failure and behavioural characteristics. For all analysis we considered the level of significance of 5%.
Results
Overall, 595 (7.9%) adolescents reported involvement in fights during the last month. Emotional abuse was reported by 15.6% of the adolescents and physical and sexual abuse by 12.7% and 1.9%, respectively. After weighting for population, the prevalence of physical fighting and physical, sexual or emotional abuse was similar across the country. Compared with girls, boys reported more (table 1) . Tables 2 and 3 show the prevalence of fights, physical, sexual and emotional abuse according to age, parents' education, type of residence, religion, school failure, tobacco smoking, beer drinking, cannabis use and sexual behaviour.
ARTICLE IN PRESS
The prevalence of being involved in fights in girls and boys is higher in younger ages but the opposite occurs for physical, emotional and sexual abuse (tables 2 and 3).
After adjustment, in both genders increasing age decreases the odds to be involved in fights but increases the odds for emotional abuse. No significant association was found with age and physical or sexual abuse. School failure was associated with fights only in boys, OR:1.6; 95%CI: 1.2-2.2 (table 4).
Considering social-economic characteristics, boys whose parents had high school education have a higher probability to be involved in fights OR:1.5; 95%CI: 1.1-2.0.
In girls, we found increasing odds of being emotionally abused in the upper parent's class education (table 4) . The other marker, living in a rented house, was associated with physical abuse in girls, OR:1.4; 95%CI: 1.0-1.9, and in boys, OR:1.6; 95%CI: 1.2-2.0 (table 4) .
Self-classification as )no religion* is related with higher involvement in violence, and significant only in girls for physical and emotional abuse (table 4) .
Considering behavioural characteristics, smoking and cannabis consumption was associated with violence in both genders, regardless the violence indicator. Being sexually active was significantly associated with being involved in fights in boys and being victim of sexual abuse in both (girls OR:4.0; 95%CI: 2.4-6.8; boys OR:2.2; 95%CI: 1.1-4.7) (table 4). 
Discussion
In our national sample, about 8% of the adolescents reported to be involved in a fight in the last month. In line with the results from other studies, our results also showed that boys were more frequently involved in fights than girls and this is true for all ages evaluated. 7, 13, 16, 17 Though this doesn't mean that boys are more aggressive than girls, it can reflect cultural patterns where it is expected for them to be involved in issues of power and aggression, meaning to be involved in fights but also to be victim of physical abuse.
We also found that being involved in fights is more frequent in young people, which is in agreement with adolescent involvement with violence beginning at increasingly younger ages.
1,18 This could represent a marker for future increasing risk to be involved in more severe acts of violence. However, the cross-sectional nature of our study doesn't allow answering this question.
On the other hand, reported emotional abuse increase with age which can imply a real increase with age or those older adolescents may be more able to understand it as violence and report it more often. Although, in general less studied, emotional abuse was reported by an important number of adolescents which addresses its relevance.
We found that adolescents who live in rented houses have greater odds of being victim of physical abuse. This must be framed in the Portuguese context because the common intent in Portugal is to be able to buy a house, therefore renting means not having the possibility to achieve that goal. Thus, these data support that the social class that most feel this type of abuse is that with lower level (the poorest). 19 Though a very interesting aspect, and apparently reversal result, is the association according to parents' education, another socioeconomic indicator. These apparently contradictory results come from the possibility of creating four categories according to parents' education while the type of residence is only discriminated in two groups, the poorest and the others which represent the majority of the adolescents (83.5%). When we used parents' education we could have a better discrimination of all population and the apparently increase with parents' education may actually indicate a higher prevalence of abuse or on the other hand these adolescent's value as abuse situations that socioeconomically disadvantaged adolescents wouldn't. 20 However, as it was not possible to obtain a description of the situations where the adolescent was involved we cannot discard any of the hypotheses.
ARTICLE IN PRESS
Adolescents with parents with higher education level reported more often emotional abuse. This association could also happen because for higher social classes is easier to identify emotional abuse. On the other hand, if those in the lower classes were more subjected to physical violence they 19 could have underweighted the emotional one. These results must be seen as part of a larger process in which family, social, peer and individual factors play an active role. 21 In our study we found an association between adolescents who reported having no religion and being victim of physical and emotional abuse. Although this result was only significant for girls, is in accordance with previous studies that have demonstrated influences of religion on adolescents behaviours since they are involved in a set of values, rules that subjectively lays pressure in their conduct. 22, 23 It is known that being involved in risk behaviours like drugs or alcohol consumption is strongly associated with violence due to common determinants or because these behaviours are themselves promoters of violent situations. 24, 25 The present study also found that cannabis and smoking use were strongly associated with involvement in violent acts. Nevertheless, the association was weaker than the reported by other studies, probably because our )ever* class included those who have experimented and it was not possible to do an analysis taking into account the gradient of exposure.
The strongest association that we have found was the association between being sexually active and reported sexual abuse. The cross-sectional nature of our study doesn't allow us to know if adolescents are sexually active because they are sexually abused or the opposite. Nevertheless some studies point out an association between sexual abuse and sexual behaviour, although this is not a linear relation and could be influenced by several aspects such as environmental or individual ones. 26, 27 Besides our interesting results, some limitations are present in our study. First of all the cross-sectional approach did not allow us to know if the related factors are determinants or consequences. Future research should add a longitudinal aspect. Another factor is the known tendency to underreport severe offences such as sexual ones when we are studying this problem. 28 We recognize that our study may also have this bias; however the use of anonymous self-administered questionnaires was an attempt to minimize it. On the other hand, this option brought us less detailed information. We only analysed if the adolescent was ever a victim and we didn't have information on the severity and frequency of the situation. Nevertheless, to obtain this information in sufficient detail to allow its understanding would be impossible for such a large number of adolescents. So we choose to have less information but a larger number of adolescents with the intent to be the basis for future research. For this purpose we also do not have information about with whom the adolescent fought, the nature of his involvement and the location of the fight.
Another limitation is the restriction to adolescents enrolled in schools that could not represent the whole of this group. In this context we hope that the selection of a school situated in the county capital had a small effect because in the levels of education Age ( represented in this study a large proportion of students of the surrounding regions (rural regions) went to schools in the county capital.
A strength of our study is the sample size, that through a stratified sample, made the findings a good estimation of the measured prevalences. It is also important to enhance the anonymity of the questionnaire which allowed us to obtain information for a larger number of adolescents and probably more accurate that in a face-to-face interview. What's more, there was a wide range of variables assessed to give a snapshot of the population. Also, the consistency of our results with other studies supports the validity of the information.
These findings are mainly significant as violence is a relatively common behaviour among adolescents and being a victim of physical, sexual or psychological abuse is a known risk factor for the development of adolescent's self-esteem, self-reliance, interpersonal relations and trust 29 . Our results also strengthen the importance of emotional abuse, usually less studied, but one of the most reported by the adolescents. In order to a better use of our results it would be important to understand the perception of violence according to social class to recognize the influence of these perceptions in adolescents' answers and the consequent demand for support.
